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THE INFLUENCE OF FROBENIUS 
IN HUNGARY
Ethnology (Völkerkunde) and Africanistic studies within its framework seem to have peculiar destiny in Hungarian ethnography. As I am writing about matters of general knowledge, I guess it is enough to include here only a few words about it.
Hungarians whose activities may be regarded as close to ethnography from a certain viewpoint have turned up in many areas of the world over the centuries and ever since. Their education and preparedness show a wide variety. Some of them were nondescript individuals, one of them a wife purchased at the slave market, some others genious, philologically well-prepared scientists showing interest, but on the wrong track, a missionary, a tradesman, a doctor with a wide range of interest, a nobleman in search of hunting adventures, a nabob from Bácska and homeless Hungarians who had been simply exiled. The majority of them might have been accompanied by fellow Hungarians, such as servants, cartographers, photographers and cooks. We know quite a lot about the lives of some of them, whilst others are less known characters. And because of those whose family names do not sound Hungarian, or whom we do not regard as Hungarian patriots for some other reason, there must be many more of them whom we did not include in the list presented here.
Focussing on Africa, we would have now independent and well-known Africanistics if scientific observations made by Móric Benyovszky, László Magyar, Flóra Sass, Sámuel Teleki, Rudolf Fuszek, László Almássy had been collected and made use of somewhere.
On the other hand, however, some of the Hungarian scientists interested in ethnography were surprisingly well-informed of the international achievements of this specialized branch of science and they also contributed to international ethnographic research work themselves. Leó Beöthy, Bódog Somló, Géza Róheim, László Vajda and others belong to this group. It is not uncommon, but quite the contrary, fairly natural that they were well aware of the views of Morgan, Taylor, Wilhelm Wundt, Malinowsky, representatives of the Viennese school held of various ethnographic issues. With some minor modifications we may say that Béla Bartók collecting folk music also in Africa or Károly Marót interested in rites and prelogical thinking may as well be included in this group. (As an independent volume titled Frobenius Magyarországon (’Frobenius in Hungary’) shall be published later on in the AKKP-series also including a writing by Marót, we do not deal with him in details now.)
1This essay is inevitably sketch-like and is actually limited to simply raising the issue. However, I could not delay any more keeping the promise I had made earlier.
(2. oldal)
However, if we are curious to know facts of the reception of Frobenius, we should think of a third group first of all: that of people with a wide range of interest. The large-scale and comprehensive activities of Frobenius had found response amongst them – that is the wider public – and in unexpected forms.

As Frobenius’ „erotic” African chrestomathy titled Der schwarze Dekameron was published as early as in 1910, and because the representatives of a lively European avantgarde came to hear of it, it could start exerting its influence soon. His Und Afrika sprach… (1912) proved to be less influential in Hungary though. However, his Paideuma: Umrisse einer Kultur- und Seelenlehre (1921) had more heated reception again owing to its culture-morphological reasoning. The twelve volumes of Atlantis (1921–28) in which Frobenius published tales, legends and epic poems interspersed with notes and analysis, had much less genuine readers amongst Hungarians ambitioning international knowledge. In Hungary in the 1920s and 1930s even less people had known of the volumes titled Atlas Africanus (1821–33) categorized as culture morphological publications. His Kulturgeschichte Afrikas (1933) turned out to be yet another successful reading proven by contemporary reactions. Frobenius had only turned up later from time to time as a representative of a bygone period in Hungary and elsewhere after his death in 1938.
There are two factors that should not be left out of consideration when analysing Frobenius’ reception in Hungary.
On the one hand it is that Hungary (which actually meant Budapest exclusively back in those days) as long as World War II had indeed been a market of German books where the novelties of German-language book publishing were regularly published. Works like books by Frobenius excited the interest and curiosity of a wider public and almost self-evidently found their way into Hungary where even works interesting only for a more exclusive circle of professionals could have room for themselves. This statement of ours is not only a supposition, but may be regarded as a fact. Holding old volumes by Frobenius in my hand treasured by Hungarian institutions and in private libraries, I would see the label of some fine bookshop in Pest stuck in them proving where the customer had bought them.

On the other hand some strikingly exact expressions by Frobenius such as ’soul’, ’Rassenkunde’, ’culture morphology’, ’culture dynamics’, ’vital question’, ’captivatedness’ were in the focus of comprehensive disputes during these decades. Also Nacism had similar topics on its agenda. Even though Frobenius (who had used the same terms and concepts earlier) did not actually learn the distinction of Semitic and non-Semitic peoples (of Africa) from Hitler, this coincidence – terminological accord – was the reason why the interest and curiosity of non-professionals intensified this terminological accord grew more intensive (and justified the necessity of his non-disclosure or silencing after 1945). 2
In Hungary the first reviews of ’ethnology’ (such as Mihály Haberlandt’s book titled Néprajz (’Ethnography’) from 1920, translated by Károly Viski, or Soma Braun’s A primitív kultúra (’The Primitive Culture’) published in 1924 had not dealt with Frobenius yet. However, as Frobenius was regarded as the discoverer of African rock paintings and of African art as such, also the representatives of Hungarian avantgarde had come to hear of his activities. This is how Iván Hevesy, Miklós Radnóti – before his trip to Paris – and even Iván Fónagy (Wawiri. Primitív népek költészete. ’ Wawiri. The Poetry of Primitive People’, 1942, Budapest) got to know the African texts published by Frobenius.
The ’morphology of cultures’ was a concept spread primarily in Spengler’s wake in Hungary. (It is a less known fact that Frobenius’ Institute had transformed into a general ’culture research’ centre, instead of focussing on Africa when it was moved to Munich under Spengler’s aegis). This way those who had already known of him from here started to interpret Frobenius’ concepts within this framework (in the beginning at least). And this is why a large number of influential representatives of modern Hungarian intellectual life – such as Béla Hamvas, Nándor Várkonyi, and even László Németh – had been keenly interested in the various types of African cultures.
László Németh himself had the opportunity to travel to the Riviera from Budapest on a package tour organized by the daily paper Esti Kurír in 1935 (this is the topic of his writing titled San Remó-i napló – San Remo Diary) and at the start of the long train journey he read Frobenius’ Schicksalskunde, a book he received from Kerényi with many other ones, such as Die Götter Griechenlands by Otto Walter F.). Also as a result of this, Frobenius’ ’destiny-science’ in his interpretation had placed African cultures in the dimensions of Greek culture immediately. László Németh wanted to learn more about the characteristics of these cultures in his above-mentioned ’diary’, and his answers were deeply rooted in the age he lived in. The updating and modernization of this was what made Sándor Weöres curious about the topic. Unfortunately there is no Hungarian bibliography covering this special field of interest, not even a selected one that would be of help for those just beginning to study the topic.
In the late 1960s when Hungarian Africanistics – what is even more, it seemed to be being organized as such –, a totally different basic idea (the liberation of African peoples, the independence of the colonies and their struggle to become independent) started to function as a leitmotif. 

2 The German ethnology-history focusses on and emphasizes Frobenius’ activities from 1897 to 1904, when he phrased the ’theory of cultural circles’ (or more precisely, one of the earliest versions of this theory) in co-operation with Fritz Graebner and Bernhard Ankermann. It is general knowledge that this Kulturkreislehre has undergone several changes since then. However, we cannot go into details now concerning this issue.
(4. o.)
And even if they referred to their antecedents, in practice it had already been négritude, which was received in Hungary in a later period of course.3 (However, we should not forget that Frobenius’ works contributed to the evolution of Parisian négritude itself. Léopold Sédar Senghor emphasized this fact on several occasions, even decades after Frobenius’s death.)
The yet unwritten history of Hungarian ecclesiastical studies does not present a basis concerning the influence Frobenius exerted here in this respect. However, if we read the preface to an important collection of essays by Karl Kerényi titled Apollon. Studien über antike Religion und Humanität (Vienna–Amsterdam–Leipzig, 1937), we find in the acknowledgements the name of privy councillor Professor Frobenius as the individual in whose institution Kerényi first delivered his lecture titled Ergriffenheit und Wissenschaft. In his studies published here Kerényi uses Frobenius’ favourite terms and concepts (e.g. Lebensraum, paideumatische Umwelt) in a slightly stylized form so as to also adjust them to the description of the Greek ’landscape and soul’. His lecture mentioned above was delivered in the summer of 1936 for the participants of Forschungsinstitut für Kulturmorphologie in Frankfurt, where he opened the exhibition titled Urbild displaying an astonishingly rich collection of rock paintings unprecedented till then.
Kerényi quotes and also knows every important and relevant work Frobenius wrote, and he describes them as monumental, global and instructive writings. From time to time Kerényi changed the masters he had chosen as his scientist ideals (we may observe this in his relation to Walter F. Otto and later on to Carl Gustav Jung as well). Kerényi most frequently mentioned Frobenius in the Válasz-period (1934–1938), which also means that the elite of the periodical, Pál Gulyás, László Németh, and probably even Lajos Fülöp must have heard of Probenius’ significance from him.
The Hungarian school of ecclesiastical history was more or less reorganized in the 1940s. And even though we know for sure that Árpád Szabó, Imre Trencsényi-Waldapfel and others must have dealt with Frobenius’ ideas, their works do not bear the marks of this later on.

3The famous edition of Helikon – Világirodalmi Figyelő (XVI. 1970/1) – is highy typical also in this respect, as both Pál Páricsy and Tibor Keszthelyi represented the same approach and opinion. In my study („Afrika folklórjától Afrika irodalmáig”, ’From the Folklore of Africa to African Literature’, p. 49–54.) I referred to Frobenius and his influence in Hungary. (As seen in István Hevesy’s concept of primitive art, László Németh’s essays and Gyula Ortutay’s approach.) It is a pity that no one chose the direction shown then for about three centuries now.
(5. o.)
What is even more, it is striking that the research of mythology (religion) outside Europe did not actually concern them: e.g. there are no references to African (or even American) religions in their reviews of mythologies.

It is probably a surprising fact that Gyula Ortutay is to be mentioned as an early ’ethnologist’ in Frobenius’ wake. It is general knowledge that instead of a folklorist he regarded himself as an ethnologist or at least an ethnopsychologist while he was still a university student with a wide range of interest. He was also keen on Africa (besides a work by Frobenius he also read one by Richard Thurnwald on the same topic) and his curiosity was also fed by interest the large-scale Africa exhibition in Paris generated in his generation. Frobenius influenced Ortutay as a specialized scientist and also as a thinker releasing ideas. In his inaugural address delivered at the academy (’on issues of contemporary Hungarian inner migration’) back in 1947 he unexpectedly referred to the ethnologic debate concerning the phenomenon of ’spread’ (this dispute was going on between Bastian and Ratzel, as well as between the culture-morphological school and Thurnwald). What is even more, he included a German-language bibliography of approximately 40 items in the footnotes, which was unusual for him.

Our surprise would still heighten as there are imposing ethnological references also in the later part of the essay, such as the one referring to the study Frobenius wrote about the masks of African secret societies in 1899. The key to the mystery lies in the closing sentence found after the relevant notes in which he says thank you to László Vajda for his assistance in ’the technical compilation and supervision of literature’. Vajda himself did not know (?) either that Ortutay had the very first (and now the rarest) book by Frobenius in his private library: it is Der Ursprung der Kultur, Erster Band, Der Ursprung der afrikanischen Kulturen (Berlin, 1898) which proves the unbelievably comprehensive Africanistic knowledge of the author still very young then. The professional background of Kulturgeschichte Afrikas is already obvious here. In Ortutay’s copy there are no marks of his taking notes. We do not even know when he obtained this book.
Let us mention another topic-related matter of curiosity here. In August 1938 Ortutay wrote his recollections of Ferenc Móra for the purposes of „a literary almanac”. However, this volume had never been published, and Ortutay only included this writing of his in 1960 in his book titled Írók, népek, századok (’Writers, Nations, Centuries’, p.107–114). In this memoir he writes that Móra, besides many other fields, was interested in Africanistic studies, and even mentions that ’in the very last and most difficult period of his illness we had lengthy disputes about Frobenius’ work summarizing African culture’. This piece of information is even more surprising if Ortutay remembers precisely, as Móra died in February 1934, and Frobenius’ Kulturgeschichte Afrikas was published in 1933
(6. o.)
Now the book seems to have arrived very soon in Szeged. The date of Ortutay’s writing (1938) is also a peculiar one, as Frobenius died in the very same year. Having lived in Budapest since 1935, Ortutay could not have known about this temporal coincidence. He might not have realized it later as he would have mentioned it for sure.
Besides Ortutay we may include Móra in the list of those who had known of Frobenius from 1933–34 on. In Móra’s wake László Németh was one of Ortutay’s mentors in about 1935, and sometime later he even read Frobenius’ book. However, it is already the realm of fantasy whether or not László Németh and Ortutay had ever talked to each other about Frobenius.

One of the founders of independent Hungarian ethnology, László Vajda knew of course the technical literature of ’culture circle1 and ’culture morphology’ as well as Frobenius’ oeuvre and activities.

In an essay4 which is probably still the most interesting one in the whole history of Hungarian ethnology, Vajda analyses issues of the culture-morphological trend. Later on he also admits how well he knows Frobenius’ oeuvre. Even later in (Western) Germany he had the opportunity to get to know more of the activities of the Frobenius Institute and almost 25 years after his Hungarian study, on October 5th, 1973 he himself delivered the ceremonious speech on the 100th anniversary of Frobenius’ birth in the research institute in Frankfurt.5 It is not my task now to analyse this review in details, I only mention here that Vajda compares a researcher insisting on facts to another one preferring general theories, and then refers to that Frobenius eventually did not deal with individual components of culture, but the spread and analysis of cultures in their entirety. Being a self-made man, Frobenius did not have a final examination certificate, not to speak of a university doctorate, but he largely contributed to the development of African peoples’ self-awareness by exploring the past of the continent. He was a humanist scientist.
Tibor Bodrogi, the prime mover of Hungarian ethnology after Vajda was not expressively an Africanist. However, he deserves credit for the fact that Frobenius’ works were at last published in Hungarian translations. Even though they are not complete, the majority of them being anthologies radomly compiled, and the prefaces, comments are not genuinely scientific ones, at least they allow the reader to have precise knowledge if they wished. In 1974 an anthology titled Fekete Dekameron (’Black Decamerone’) was published as a selection of Frobenius’ collections of African folklore followed by another anthology (Afrikai kultúrák,’African cultures’) in 1981 selected from his scientific books and studies.
4 A néprajztudomány kultúrtörténeti iránya és a „bécsi iskola”(’The Culture Historical Tendency of Ethnography and the „Viennese school”), Ethnographia, 1949., p. 60., 45–71.
5Leo Frobenius heute. Zeitschrift für Ethnologie, 1973. p. 19–29. Re-published: in: László Vajda: Ethnologica. Ausgewählte Aufsätze. Herausgegeben von Xaver Götzfried. Thomas O. Höllmann und Claudius Müller, 1999. Wiesbaden, p. 227–40.

(7. o.)
Excerpts included in this publication are taken from 7-8 works, and as its three translators preferred literature to Africanistic studies when selecting the materials to be translated into Hungarian, this anthology may offer experience primarily for the educated wider public. One can hardly get to know about Frobenius’ theories from this volume. Anyway, it would be difficult for us as the theoretical notes and remarks are phrased in an always changing, zigzagging way throughout the extremely monumental and comprehensive oeuvre. It would be fine, even though I do not believe in it if an opportunity presented itself and we could have a survey of the system of correlations concerning these theoretical statements often modified and scattered all over the oeuvre in a more precise form (and completed with the mosaic pieces already available) in a Hungarian translation.
János Biernaczky, one of the most significant Hungarian supporter of Frobenius had translated the whole text of Kulturgeschichte Afrikas completed with a series of lengthy comments and complete studies too. Unfortunately, this magnificent work (including the translation and the comments to accompany it) has remained unpublished ever since due to financial reasons. However, a volume selected from János Biernaczky’s comments has been published recently.6 This publication gives a detailed picture of the genesis of the Frobenius-translation and the comments as well. Of the latter 6 texts have been included, and independently of this, pictures, drawings have also been used to illustrate the volume. Many of the comments focus on the culture-theory (and the concept of paideuma), and they are actually instructive in kind. Even though professionals may read Frobenius’ works in German (what is even more, in the past 60 or so years not only the texts published whilst he was still alive), it would be practical to publish the Hungarian translations as soon as possible as they had been completed long ago. This would be the very first authentic Hungarian publication of Frobenius’ works. In his proposals for publishing them János Biernaczky mentions certain facts concerning the reception of Frobenius in Hungary, but he did not go into details either, and whatever he mentions there has been left as plain reference.
6Frobenius-kommentárok. Megjegyzések Leo Frobenius 1933-ban megjelent Kulturgeschichte Afrikas című műve magyarfordításához. (’Frobenius-comments. Notes to the Hungarian translation of Leo Frobenius’ Kulturgeschichte Afrikas published in 1933’.) Budapest, 2002, Mundus Magyar Egyetemi Kiadó, 189 pages.
It is general knowledge that an African research programme was launched by Loránd Eötvös University in 1981, which was modified meanwhile and came to be managed by different academic departments since then: its actual function was sometimes to work as a society, then to edit and prepare publications or to organize conferences. Now and then several sub-programmes were being managed by it simultaneously. This project is actually being in progress ever since even if less intensively than before. It is not my task to evaluate or assess it. I would like to infer only that from the very beginning – that is for over 25 years now – it was János Biernaczky himself who initiated and encouraged to include the research into Frobenius’ oeuvre and comments on it in the academic research programme. The result of this may be regarded as the most important achievement of the research project. Actually it was also the first genuine reception of Frobenius’ works in Hungary. And even though I consider it typical that at last it was an independent and educated individual who accomplished all this almost as a pastime or hobby, this activity of his had always been carried out within an academic framework, and his work was not only meant for ethnologists and folklorists, but also for the wider public.
(8. o.)

It is not my task and I would not have the capacity to compare Frobenius’ reception in Hungary and abroad. I have the impression that international folkloristics tends to recognize the significance of texts collected and published by Frobenius,7 even though we know that both the interpretations and the creation of the German texts could have been more precise and consistent. Nowadays the field work and the methodology of African folkloristics is much more exact. Simultaneously, it is often emphasized that Frobenius’ theories have had their time but are outdated now. 

However, this is true of everyone else’s theories, even in Africanistics and ethnology.
Apropos of the contemporary Hungarian interpretation of Frobenius, we should say he does not exert influence here in a different way than other classic ethnologists, e.g. Frazer or Malinowski. Today we can also read their works in Hungarian translations published as selections not always successful, precise and academic enough. Most of them include an introduction (preface) or epilogue, in which there are references to further items of technical literature. However, studies based on independent scientific research tend to be rare. To sum it up, these translations were meant for the educated wider public even though university students and also ethnographers relied upon them for lack of other and better materials. Their worst deficiency is that it is not single works they published in their entirety, but a random selection of them. Of course this solution is also understandable and justified as the publications allow us insight into the ethnologist’s oeuvre this way.
The volume of Frobenius’ works which can be included in this category is a selection of eight independent essays. However, those favoured by the publisher, Gondolat Könyvkiadó were better off with it than those who did not get to have such an anthology published. In case anything was published of their works (like Lévi-Strauss’ Tristes tropiques, in Hungarian: Szomorú trópusok, 1973, which had been the single Hungarian translation of his writings for a long time), these publications tend to go beyond the scope of science. The majority of such works were regarded as travelogues, e.g. those by Germanus, Baktay or Rózsa Hajnóczy. Except for the last decade there has been no change in this respect.
7 See: Ulrich Braukämper: Frobenius, Leo, in: Encyklopädie des Märchens, Band 5., 1987, Berlin–New York, Walter de Gruyter, p. 378–383.
(9. o.)
Written by Lévi-Strauss, both volumes of essays titled Structural Anthropology were published eventually in 2001 (the original versions in ???? itt a magyar szövegben is kérdőjelek vannak - ford.), and also works by Clifford Geertz, Edmund Leach, Victor Turner and probably ???? itt a magyar szövegben is kérdőjelek vannak – ford.) Mary Douglas are available now in Hungarian translations. Of their writings theoretical studies with general relevance as well as case studies written as (or turned into) independent and exemplary ones may be read and used (some of them focus on Africa-related topics). Based on my personal impressions I can say this general applicability also prevails in today’s Hungarian ethnography. There are hardly any publications written typically by young ethnographers without including more or less relevant quotations or excerpts borrowed from them. The most successful author of Hungarian translations is Mircea Eliade, a genuinely versatile researcher specialized in comparative ecclesiastical studies with an oeuvre the scientific part of which is more or less available in Hungarian translations. However, these works are very poor in African references.
In this context the knowledge of Frobenius’ original works or their translations is present in a different way today in Hungary than in the first period of his reception: it is neither a philosophy of crisis (as interpreted by László Németh), nor the expression of some eternal spiritual orientation (as it had been for Károly Kerényi), only one ethnological opinion out of many other. The two volumes published in Hungarian (Fekete Dekameron, ’Black Decamerone’ and ’Afrikai kultúrák,’African cultures’) actually represented the methodology with due emphasis concentrating on texts by Frobenius, but also suggesting the circumstances and conditions of collecting data and presentation (even though it is not alien from the solutions applied by travellers talking of curiosities and reporters transforming the texts themselves either). This is why we can read new data of African folklore never published or uttered anywhere else before even in this rich and new Hungarian ethnological bookmarket. In this respect it would be neither late nor superfluous to have ’The History of African Cultures’ (Afrika kultúráinak története) published in Hungarian at last. It would be much more understandable and applicable than ever before.

I did not consider it my task to refer to the necessity of a bibliography of works on African foklore available in Hungarian translations once again.8 I did not have an intention of presenting the influence Frobenius’ works exerted on works written by Hungarian Africa-researchers working abroad (e.g. László Vajda, Mária Kecskési, András Zempléni, Veronika Görög, Miklós Szalay among others). As my task was not to evaluate and assess surveys written by Hungarian researchers on African folklore and traditional cultures of the continent, I do not go into details presenting or evaluating publications by Tibor Bodrogi, Tibor Keszthelyi, Géza Füssi Nagy, Csaba Ecsedy, Mihály Sárkány, Éva Sebestyén, or Szilárd Biernaczky. 
8 There had already been experiments like this, even though decades ago, so it would be necessary now to collect and publish again the bibliography of publications on African folklore (as well as on traditional music and art, including rock paintings) available in Hungarian translations. This would be probably many times longer than the similar lists published more than 30 years ago.
(10. o.)
Anyway, I had the impression that excellent authors did not know the (original) works written by Frobenius even if they would have found interesting ideas and inspiring (although not always dead sure) data in them because of the topics dealt with. Of course I did not include here the Hungarian technical literature on the archeology, history, recent social and political issues of Africa, althoguh there are some important works among them instructive and informative even today. However, it might be interesting to mention here that Endre Sík interpreting African history quotes Frobenius in an innovative (and thought-provoking) way, and his polemic remark9 suggests that he is full aware of his concept and approach.

9 Endre Sík: Fekete-Afrika története (’The History of Black Africa’), Vol. I. 1964, Budapest, Akadémiaia Kiadó, p. 46. Here he disapproves of Frobenius’ labelling Sudanians as „Ethiopians”.
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